
Chapter 1 

 

It was almost Christmas and school had broken up for the holidays. This year the family 

was leaving London behind to stay with Jamie’s grandfather – his Grancher Pete – in the Forest 

of Dean. First of all, Jamie was going to stay with his grandfather by himself, while his Mum 

went to Paris with her boyfriend Paul, and then they would get back on Christmas Eve. Jamie 

had never stayed with Grancher Pete without his Mum, and now he’d got it into his head that he 

would also end up spending Christmas on his own there – that Paul and his Mum wouldn’t be 

back in time. He wasn’t happy. 

“I don’t know why I can’t come with you to Paris,” he moaned. “Why do I have to go to 

Grancher’s? I’ve never stayed there on my own before.” 

His Mum, Lyn, was busy pushing and shoving the last of Jamie’s clothes into a small 

suitcase. She forced the lid shut and tried to click the fasteners, but then gave up. She stood up, 

hands on hips, and looked over to where Jamie was sitting on the wide bedroom window sill. She 

smiled patiently.   

“Look, Jamie. We’ve been through this a hundred times, haven’t we? You won’t be on 

your own for Christmas! Paul and I will be back on Christmas Eve, as I keep telling you, and 

then we’ll all be staying with Grancher Pete together. Paul just thought it would be nice to take 

me off on my own for a few days. Is there anything wrong with that? You’re ten years old now. 

Have we ever been away on our own like this before?” 

Jamie shook his head ‘no’ and stared down at the bedroom carpet. While he wasn’t 

watching, Lyn sneaked quietly round the bed, grabbed him tightly and started to tickle him. 

“I suppose you think I should slave over a hot stove all the time, is that it?” she laughed. 

“All work and no play? Well, when I get back I will be, or are you cooking Christmas dinner this 

year?”  

Jamie laughed. He did love his Mum, and of course he wanted her to have a lovely time 

in Paris, but what he didn’t want to tell her was that he was nervous about staying without her in 

the same cottage that his Dad had lived in when he was a child. 

“Here,” said his Mum, interrupting his thoughts. “Help me get this suitcase closed, and 

then we’re done. Have you packed everything you want to take? Oh, and no Playstation, OK? 

You can live without it for a few days.” 

Lyn winked teasingly at Jamie and he stuck his tongue out at her, then he jumped down 

off the window sill, threw his rucksack over his shoulder and helped his Mum to fasten his 

suitcase. They pulled the suitcase along the landing and down the stairs, and then they left it in 

the hallway, beside Lyn’s larger one. Next to the suitcases - and of much more interest to Jamie – 

was a carrier bag full of Christmas presents. In the kitchen, they collected the drinks and 

sandwiches that Lyn had put together for the journey, and Jamie helped to put everything into a 

carrier bag. Just then they heard the sound of a car pulling up outside, followed by a loud, 

excited honking on the car’s horn. 

“There’s Paul now. Come on, then. We’ve got to make sure we drop you off in time to 

check in at the airport by five. Let’s hope the traffic’s not too bad on the motorway!” 

Lyn opened the front door and they both watched Paul as he jumped out of his huge 4x4 and 

bounced up the path. While Jamie looked on, Paul grabbed Lyn romantically round the waist and 



shouted, in a silly French accent “’Ere I am, ma cherie, ready to wheesk you away to ze sights an 

sounds of gay Paree!” When Lyn laughed and pushed him away, he turned to Jamie and shouted 

in the same silly accent “Hey, Jaymee, ow’z eet going?” He play punched Jamie’s arm hard and 

Jamie, well used to this behaviour, lunged at him so that they fell in a heap together and started 

to wrestle on the carpet. Lyn watched them, arms folded, waiting. 

“Come on, you two. Stop messing around. We haven’t got time for this, have we? We 

have to go!” 

Paul stood up first and started to pull Jamie to his feet, then he suddenly picked Jamie up 

round his waist and turned him upside down. 

“Shout ‘give in’!” Paul cried out, as Lyn groaned at more silly behaviour. 

“No!” Jamie giggled. 

“Yes! Come on – Give in. Give in! Now,” Paul laughed, “before you faint!”  

“OK! I give in!” Jamie replied, and Paul turned him over again and stood him on his feet. 

Jamie liked Paul a lot. He always made sure he play punched and wrestled with Jamie 

like this when he first arrived at the house. It was Paul who’d turned Jamie into an outdoor boy 

and helped him to be confident. He was always thinking of things for them to do, like camping, 

fishing and sailing. He helped Jamie with his homework, took him swimming every Wednesday 

and came to watch him play football on Sundays. Jamie knew it wasn’t the same as having his 

Dad around, but for the last two years he’d got used to Paul being there instead and he liked the 

idea that he was part of their family. 

Outside, Jamie helped Paul to pack the suitcases and the carrier bag of presents into the 

boot of the 4x4. He climbed up into the back seat. He was looking forward to sitting up high and 

having a good view of everything as they travelled along. Paul was in the driving seat now, the 

engine running and raring to go, while Lyn stood at the front door with her hand on the latch. 

“Right – last chance, Jamie,” she called. “Are you quite sure you’ve got everything?” 

Jamie was about to shout “Yes” when he stopped suddenly and called “No. Wait!” He 

jumped out of the car, ran past his Mum, through the door and up the stairs. Once in his 

bedroom, he pulled a shoe box out from under his bed. This was Jamie’s ‘secrets’ box, where he 

kept his most important things. Amongst his collection of photos, marbles, shells and football 

medals, he found what he was looking for – a small black velvet bag, fastened firmly with a 

tasselled drawstring. He quickly returned to the car, climbed back in and put the bag inside his 

rucksack. Paul turned to Jamie and smiled. 

“Everything OK, mate?” 

Jamie nodded, as his Mum locked their front door, climbed up into the front passenger 

seat next to Paul, fastened her seat belt and they were off. At first the journey out of London was 

boring. For the first forty minutes or so they crawled through the familiar traffic of south east 

London, stopping and starting continuously at traffic lights and swerving now and then to avoid 

other impatient drivers. Once out of London they joined the busy M25. 

 “It’s motorway all the way now, Jamie,” Paul called out over his shoulder. “The M25 

first and then the M4. Boring, eh? Nothing to see but miles and miles of traffic.” 

They stopped only once, at the half-way point of their journey, and ate their packed lunches in 

the motorway services car park. As they set off again, Jamie   settled down with his comics and 

his bag of sweets. Paul was right. There was nothing even vaguely interesting to look at out of 



the car window. As Jamie read quietly to himself, he was aware of the quiet buzz of voices, of 

Paul and his Mum chatting in the background as he read. 

“Jamie. Ja…mie.” 

Jamie was woken gently by his Mum’s singsong voice calling his name. He sat up 

suddenly, confused, and heard her laugh. 

“You’ve dozed all the way!” she commented. “Look. We’re in the Forest.” 

When Jamie looked out of the window he saw that they were no longer on the motorway, 

that they were now driving along a smaller, quieter road which was winding along through a 

pretty countryside view. Occasionally they drove past houses and cottages covered in ivy, 

painted in bright colours, which stood by themselves on the side of the road, but it was the 

famous forest which dominated the view on both sides. Wherever Jamie looked, all he could see 

were trees, stretching away in all directions. The boring flat motorway had been replaced by a 

road which twisted and turned, rising steeply uphill and then falling downhill again as they 

travelled further and further into the forest. Eventually they came to a stretch of straighter road.  

“Just here,” said Lyn.   

Paul slowed down, indicated right and pulled over to the central line. He waited for a 

break in the oncoming traffic, then he turned off the main road and up a single dirt track.  

“This is more like it! Just the job for my 4x4,” he laughed, as they jostled and wobbled 

their way along the bumpy, untreated track. Jamie knew from his previous visits that his 

grandfather's stone cottage stood by itself at the end of this track, deep in the trees and hidden 

from the main road. He looked ahead with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. They drove 

until they were completely surrounded by trees, and when Paul turned a final bend, the familiar 

dry-stone wall appeared before them, marking the boundary of Grancher Pete's garden. 

“There!” Jamie called out before he could stop himself. He quickly took in the view of 

the garden. His rope swing, which he'd tied up there last summer, was still hanging in the huge 

apple tree, but the wide lawn was bare and muddy. The dark dead winter shrubs had lost their 

leaves, leaving only brittle sticks. The row of wooden sheds still sat in the far corner. Paul swung 

in through the gate and they parked on the drive. 

“Yes, we're here,” said Lyn, “and look.” 

She pointed to an old man who stood on the doorstep of the cottage, waving at them. 

“There's your Grancher, waiting for us at the door.” 

 


